Introduction

1. DEEPEST PURPOSES

The Family Reunion is the most carefully worked, and yet
the most deeply flawed, of all Eliot's plays, perhaps of all
his writings. The flaws pierce to the heart of the play; yet
the things attempted in it are so arresting, original and cour-
ageous that even its flaws are better worth discussing than
the merits of many a more successful, more ordinary piece.

Underlying all else in the writing of this play there were
three shaping purposes: to restore poetry as the natural
language of drama: to renew through drama a sense of our
involvement with Good and Evil, and so with religious
experience and intuition: and to do these things in terms
of the conventional, contemporary world of drawing-room
manners and conversation which had so long dominated
the London stage. In attempting these three things, Eliot
was assaulting audiences mainly agnostic in attitude and
habituated to naturalistic prose dialogue, who went to the
theatre for entertainment rather than for a creative
experience.

The finest plays in the drawing-room convention to have
won popularity in England between the first and second
world wars were those of the great Russian playwright,
Anton Chekov (1860-1904), and it was to them that Eliot
first turned for a model. Turning over in his mind the play
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